Alphafetoprotein and alphafetoprotein receptor expression in the normal human placenta at term.
Alphafetoprotein (AFP) is detectable in maternal serum from around six weeks of gestation and is synthesised by the yolk sac and the fetal liver. The role of the placenta in the transport and possible synthesis of AFP is uncertain. The aim of this study was to investigate placental expression of AFP and the AFP receptor in uncomplicated pregnancies at term. Immunohistochemistry and Western blotting clearly demonstrated the presence of AFP in villous tissue at term. However, evidence of AFP mRNA expression or synthesis of AFP was not found following reverse transcription polymerase chain reaction of total RNA isolated from villous tissue and trophoblast cell cultures. The presence of a cell surface receptor for AFP in placental villous tissue, identified by immunohistochemistry and Western blotting, suggests a possible receptor-mediated mechanism for placental transport of AFP while the patterns of expression of AFP and its receptor may indicate a possible route by which AFP is transported across the placenta between the fetal and maternal circulations. These findings demonstrate that the placenta does not synthesise AFP at term and that the presence of AFP in the placenta is a reflection of transplacental transport of AFP possibly via a receptor-mediated mechanism.